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Widespread concern about the social, eco- 
nomic and health consequencies of teenage preg- 
nancy has led to a statewide effort to reduce 
these pregnancies.  This report focuses on the 
recent childbearing and abortion patterns of 
North Carolina resident teenagers. 

Although births to teenagers have 
decreased in recent years, the total number of 
pregnancies has not changed.  The birth decrease 
has occurred simultaneously with an increase in 
abortion; however, this does not imply that a 
single abortion accounts for each averted birth. 
To the contrary, because abortions enable women 
to return to the fertile state sooner than if 
they had carried their pregnancies to term, 
more than one abortion is required to replace 
one live birth.  It has been estimated that net 
births averted per abortion vary from 0.^5 to 
0.90 depending on assumptions about the effi- 
ciency of accompanying contraception, the timing 
of abortions and the age at which a woman starts 
family limitations.  (1,2) 

The age group 15-19 has been identified 
as a distinct group of females, composed of 
school-age girls of childbearing age, and will 
be used in this report.  Although pregnancies 
do occur to girls under 15 years old, there is 
no detailed discussion of pregnancies among the 
10-14 age group in this report because the rates are very low and data do not support 
a detailed analysis. 

Although this report does not attempt to explain or account for the recent trends 
in teenage pregnancy, it does present and describe the available statistics.  These data 
document some of the less fortunate circumstances which accompany birth to a girl 15-19 
years old; such a birth is more likely to be illegitimate, of low birthweight, and to a 
mother who received inadequate prenatal care. 

Bi rths and Bi rth Rates 

In 1977, a total of 17,778 babies were born to mothers aged 15-19 years.  This 
compares to 21,883 in 1973 (3).  Both whites and nonwhites contributed to this decrease 
with the relative decrease being somewhat larger for whites. 

The birth rate for teenaged girls in North Carolina was 83-7 per 1,000 population 
in 1973.  In the past h  years the rate has declined steadily to a low of 68.2 in 1977. 
Table 1 shows the 1973-1977 race-specific birth rates for this age group. 

Data in this table indicate that birth rates for white and nonwhite teenagers 
declined considerably from 1973 to 1977, and the race differential increased slightly. 
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It is also evident that both racial groups have participated in the overall 
decrease observed in the birth rates for North Carolina teenagers. 

Table   1 

Live Births  to Teenagers  by Race 
with Rates per  1,000 Females   15-19 

North Carolina Residents,   1973-1977 

Total Whi te Nonwhi te 

Year Births Rate Births Rate Births Rate 

1973 21,833 83.7 12,270 66.3 9,563 126.2 

197ft 20,798 78.3 11,516 61.0 9,282 120.7 

1975 19,653 72.6 10,795 56.3 8,858 112.3 

1976 17,90ft 68.2 9,873 53.0 8,031 105. ft 

1977 17,778 68.2 9,700 52.2 8,078 107.8 

Births by Marital Status 

An overwhelming majority of North Carolina teenagers are unmarried.  According to 
the 1970 census, 83-5 percent of females aged 15— 19 were unmarried.  Estimates of the 
unmarried population are not available for current years; however, it is expected that 
the percentage would not be higher as marriage rates continue to decline for younger age 
groups. 

The percent of out-of-wedlock births to teenage mothers has risen in recent years. 
In 1977, a total of 7,753 infants were born to unmarried females 15"19 years old while 
in 1973, a total of 7,643 babies were born to unwed mothers of this age group (3).  Thus, 
while total births to mothers 15— 19 years declined from 1973 to 1977, the percent out-of- 
wedlock births increased.  Substantial increases are also evident in the percent out-of- 
wedlock for both white and nonwhite teenagers as shown in Table 2. 

Table 2 

Out of Wedlock Births to 
Teenagers by Race 

North Carolina Residents, 1973-1977 

Percent of Percent of Percent of 
Year Total 

7,6ft3 

Total White 

1,370 

Total Nonwhi te 

6,273 

Total 

1973 35.0 11.2 65.6 

197ft 7,579 36.ft 1,381 12.0 6,198 66.8 

1975 7,730 39-3 l,ft5ft 13.5 6,276 70.9 

1976 7,ft26 ftl.5 1,515 15.3 5,911 73.6 

1977 7,753 ft3.6 1,553 16.0 6,200 76.8 

Incidence of Low Birthweight 

Infants born weighing 2,500 grams (5 lbs., 8 ozs.) or less have higher rates of 
infant mortality, mental retardation and birth defects (4).  Babies born to teenage 
mothers are more likely to be of low birthweight than are infants born to mothers in 
their twenties (Table 3), and the incidence of low birthweight is higher as age of mother 
declines among teenagers.  For example, in 1977, 14.1 percent of births to mothers 15 
years old weighed 2,500 grams or less compared to 10.0 percent for births to 19-year- 
old mothers.  The percentage of low birthweight infants declined even further for births 
to mothers in their twenties:  7-4 percent for births to women aged 20-24 years and 6.2 
percent for women aged 25_29 (3)- 



This association of age of mother and low birthweight is seen regardless of race, 
Although the percentages of low birthweight infants were higher for nonwhites than for 
whites, in each case the incidence was highest for infants born to the youngest mothers. 

Table 3 

Percent of Infants of Low Birthweight 
by Age of Mother and Race 

North Carolina, 1977 

Age Total White Nonwh i te 

15-19 11.3 8.3 14.8 

20-24 7.4 5.7 10.8 

25-29 6.2 5.0 10.2 

Incidence of Inadequate or No Prenatal Care 

Teenagers are much more likely to seek prenatal care relatively late in their 
pregnancies or to have no prenatal care at all than are expectant women in their 
twenties.  For example, during 1977, the percentage of 15~19 year-olds beginning prenatal 
care in the 7th to 9th month was twice the comparable percentage of 20-24 year-olds 
(7.8 compared with 3-7 percent) and almost 4 times the percentage for mothers 25-29 
years of age (2.0 percent).  In addition, 1.8 percent of 15-19 year-old mothers received 
no prenatal care at all compared to 0.8 percent of 20-24 year-olds and 0.4 percent of 
25-29 year-olds (3). 

Table 4 

Percent of Resident Live 
Births by Month Prenatal Care Began 

by Age of Mother and Race 

North Carolina, 1977 

Age and 
Month Prenatal 

Care Began Total White Nonwhi te 

lst-3rd Month 

15-19 
20-24 
25-29 

52.7 
73.1 
84.3 

60.1 
79.9 
88.8 

43-9 
59.2 
69.8 

4th-6th Month 

15-19 
20-24 
25-29 

37.1 
21.8 
12.9 

31.7 
16.6 
9.2 

43.6 
32.5 
24.6 

7th-9th Month 

15-19 
20-24 
25-29 

7.8 
3-7 
2.0 

6.5 
2.5 
1.4 

9.4 
6.2 
3.9 

No Prenatal Care 

15-19 
20-24 
25-29 

1.8 
0.8 
0.4 

1.2 
0.5 
0.2 

2.6 
1.5 
1.0 



Alternatively, the younger the mother the less likely she was to begin prenatal 
care during the first trimester of pregnancy. 

These relationships between age of mother and onset of prenatal care hold 
regardless of race.  White mothers of all ages, however, began care earlier on th°. 
average than did nonwhite mothers, and the incidence of no prenatal care was lower for 
white than for nonwhite mothers. 

Induced Abortions 

The number of reported abortions to teenagers in North Carolina has more than 
doubled since 1973.  In 1977, an estimated 7,780 abortions occurred to teenage residents 

compared to 3,805 during 1973 (5)• 
The abortion rate rose from 1*4.6 to 29.9 abortions per 1,000 teenaged females 

during the 5-year period--a two-fold increase.  The abortion ratio rose even more, from 
174.3 to 437.6 abortions per 1,000 live births to females 15-19 years of age. 

Table 5 

Reported Induced Abortions to Teenagers 
by Race Showing Rates and Ratios 

North Carolina Residents, 1973-1977 

Total White  Nonwhi te  
Abortions Rate* Ratio** 

1.31* 17.3 137.A 

1,673 21.7 180.2 

1,983 25.1 223.9 

2,It'll '32.0 303.9 

2,420 32.3 299.6 

*Rates are per  1,000  females   15-19. 
**Ratlos are per  1,000  live births to females  15-19. 

Proportionately, white and nonwhite increases in abortions were similar with the 
number for white teens being about twice that for nonwhites in each year. 

The abortion rate per 1,000 teens was somewhat higher for nonwhites than for 
whites during the 5-year period; however, the ratio of abortions to live births was 
larger for whites than for nonwhites.  The white ratio was 202 abortions per 1,000 
live births in 1973 compared to 540.0 in 1977.  For nonwhites, comparable ratios were 
137.4 and 299.6, respectively. 

Fetal Deaths 

Year Abortions Rate* Ratio** Abortions Rate* Ratio' 

1973 3.805 14.6 174.3 2.478 13.4 202.0 

1974 5,411 20.4 260.2 3,723 19.7 323-3 

1975 6.551 24.2 333-3 4,508 23-5 417.6 

1976 7.541 28.7 421.2 5,051 27.1 511.6 

1977 7,780 29-9 437.6 5,238 28.2 540.0 

Of all recorded pregnancy outcomes, fetal deaths (stillbirths) to teenagers 
revealed the least change over the 5-year period.  The rate per 1,000 teenagers was 
1.3 in 1973 and 1.0 in 1977.  Fetal rates declined during the 5_year period for both 
races; although the rates were higher for nonwhites, the percent decline was greater 
for whites during this period. 

The ratio of fetal deaths per 1,000 live births for white teens was considerably 
lower than that for nonwhites.  In addition, the percent decline of ratios from 1973 
to 1977 was greater for whites than nonwhites. 



Table 6 

Fetal Deaths to Teenagers by 
Race Showing Rates and Ratios 

North Carolina Residents, 1973-1977 

Total      White Nonwhite 
Fetal Fetal Fetal 

Year Deaths Rate* Ratio** Deaths Rate* Ra t i o** Deaths Rate* Ratio** 

1973 327 1.3 15.0 160 0.9 13.0 167 2.2 17-5 

1974 338 1.3 16.3 150 0.8 13.0 188 2.4 20.3 

1975 270 1.0 13.7 118 0.6 10.9 152 1.9 17.2 

1976 229 0.9 12.8 90 0.5 9.1 139 1.8 17.3 

1977 248 1.0 13.9 HI 0.6 11.4 137 1.8 17-0 

*Rates-are per 1,000 females 15-19. 
**Ratios are per 1,000 live births. 

Pregnancy Rate 

While the usual measures of age-specific birth or fertility rates show downward 
trends in current fertility for teens in North Carolina, the increase in abortions to 
this group suggests that the conventional measures of fertility are inadequate indicators 
of recent changes in fertility patterns.  The concept of a pregnancy rate was introduced 
in a study by the Minnesota Department of Health as an alternative measure to the 
previously used birth or fertility rate (6).  The pregnancy rate is simply the sum of all 
known conceptions or pregnancies, regardless of length of pregnancy, divided by the 
population at risk, in this case 15-19 year old women.  Limitations in this measure 
include the unavailability of pregnancy data for women who have spontaneous abortions 
very early in pregnancy, the nonreporting of fetal loss prior to the 20th week of 
gestation and the unavailability of resident abortion data from other states as is the 
case with birth and fetal death data. 

Table 7 

Birth,  Fetal  Death, Abortion and 
Pregnancy Rate per  1,000 Teenagers by Race 

North Carolina,  1973-1977 

Total 
Fetal 

Birth Abortion Death Pregnancy 
Year Rate 

83.7 

Rate Rate 

1.3 

Rate 

1973 14.6 99.5 
1974 78.3 20.4 1.3 99.9 
1975 72.6 24.2 1.0 97-8 
1976 68.2 28.7 0.9 97.8 
1977 68.2 29.9 1.0 

White 

99.0 

1973 66.3 13.4 0.9 80.5 
1974 61.0 19.7 0.8 81.5 
1975 56.3 23-5 0.6 80.4 
1976 53.0 27.1 0.5 80.6 
1977 52.2 28.2 0.6 

Nonwh i te 

81.0 

1973 126.2 17.3 2.2 145.8 
1974 120.7 21.7 2.4 144.8 
1975 112.3 25.1 1.9 139.4 
1976 105.4 32.0 1.8 139.3 
1977 107.8 32.3 1.8 141.9 



As shown in Table 7, North Carolina's teenage pregnancy rate in 1977 was not 
substantially different from the 1973 rate; in fact, only nonwhites have experienced 

a decline. 
For North Carolina teens, the calculation of the pregnancy rate reveals only 

an 0.5% decrease in total pregnancies between 1973 and 1977 as opposed to the 18.5% 
decrease observed in the birth rate.  The impact of induced abortions is substantial, 
in that, in 1977, one-third of total conceptions were aborted in this age group.  The 
rising numbers of teen abortions renders the traditional fertility (birth rate) inade- 
quate to accurately express current trends in teen fertility. 

Figure 2 

White Resident Birth, Abortion, Fetal and 
Total Pregnancy Rates per 1,000 Population Aged 15-19 

North Carolina, 1973-1977 

Figure 3 

Nonwhite Resident Birth, Abortion, Fetal and 
Total Pregnancy Rates per 1,000 Population Aged 15-19 

North Carolina, 1973-1977 
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For whites the observed decline in fertility to a rate of 52.2 in 1977 is 
35.6% lower than the pregnancy rate.  The resulting rate of 81 pregnancies per 1,000 
white teens in 1977 is nearly the same as the 1973 figure. 

The nonwhite teen pregnancy rate was 1.8 times that for whites in 1977.  This 
pregnancy rate for nonwhite teens (lAl.9) is 2.7% less than that for 1973-  Abortions 
do not exert as great an effect on the nonwhite population as they do on the white as 
only 23% of total pregnancies for nonwhites were induced abortions compared to over 
one-third for whites. 

Summary 

There were 17,778 registered live births to teens residing in North Carolina 
during 1977.  Of these, 7753 (43.6%) were born out-of-wedlock, eleven percent were of 
low birthweight and ^7% had no prenatal care or received care after the first trimester 
of pregnancy. 

In the same year, a total of 7,780 induced abortions were obtained by teenage 
resi dents. 



The total number of fetal deaths (stillbirths of over 20 weeks gestation) to 
teenagers was 2^8 in 1977- 

Thus about 25,806 pregnancies occurred to teenagers in 1977, and the number 
would be even higher if miscarriages under 20 weeks were reportable and abortion data 
on residents who go out of state for abortions were available. 

The 1973-1977 pregnancy rates reveal that there has been little change in total 
pregnancies to teens in North Carolina.  A decrease in live births has occurred along 
with a corresponding increase in abortions.  The fetal death rate has remained nearly 
the same. 

The pregnancy rate should be particularly useful in developing and evaluating 
family planning services in the state as these figures suggest a much larger teen 
population at risk than indicated by the birth rate. 
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